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[bookmark: _Toc236354664]1. Introduction 
Early Help is about helping children and families when problems are starting to get too much. National reform increasingly sets out to pursue earlier, coordinated and family-centred support, but there is differential provision of support and communication in the local context (Department for Education, 2023b). This report considers the representations of the meaning of Early Help, services available, eligibility, referral pathways, forms and addresses, safeguarding support and involvement of other agencies on 3 county council websites: Leicestershire, Norfolk and Staffordshire. It compares on a consistent basis that includes clarity, accessibility, navigation and the ability for families to act. The need for comparison is due to the fact that Early Help provision and practice is different across English local authorities (Lucas, 2021). Effective signposting is not about information being published; it is about families finding information available, comprehending without delay, confusion or expert knowledge, and then doing something with it.
[bookmark: _Toc236354665]2. Early Help system and statutory context 
[bookmark: _Toc236354666]2.1 Meaning and purpose of Early Help
Early Help is voluntary and offered as support at the first signs of difficulty or when families' needs are increasing. It aims to prevent escalation by identifying early, involving on a consent basis and coordinating action. This is described as a whole-family approach in the Early Help System Guide, where needs are identified as connected, a plan agreed and progress reviewed (Department for Education and Department for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities, 2022). It's not one service. It can be education, health, social care, youth provision, Family Hubs, housing and voluntary organisations. This will help families to get appropriate support in time before a statutory child protection intervention is required. However, needs can move between universal, targeted and specialist levels (Selwyn, 2022).
[bookmark: _Toc236354667]2.2 Policy and legislative context
Early support is embedded in a safeguarding system in Working Together to Safeguard Children 2026 and the roles for local authorities and the other safeguarding partners (Department for Education, 2026c). Children Act 1989 and 2004; Respond to and protect children; Assess and meet child needs; Work across agencies. The 4 national outcomes for children and families are linked to the Children's Social Care National Framework through early intervention (Department for Education, 2023a). Assessments of policy strength alone are not enough. Families can be left out if websites use professional terminology or conceal referral paths or if separate services are available on multiple pages. Effective implementation is therefore accessible communication.
[bookmark: _Toc236354668]3. Multi-agency working in Early Help
[bookmark: _Toc236354669]3.1 Meaning and importance
Multi-agency working involves co-ordinating agencies around an individual child or family. In multidisciplinary practice, professions bring different skills and expertise to the same table, and in interdisciplinary practice, different skills and expertise are brought together in discerning practice. Coordination is extended across statutory and community organisations through partnership working. Children's services, schools and colleges, health visitors, general practitioners, mental health teams, the police, housing services, the Family Hubs and charities are all relevant partners. This is because needs can combine: within one family, poverty, absence from school, lack of safe housing, poor family mental health and child safeguarding issues. An established system can facilitate early identification, minimise repeated evaluations, ensure continuity and lead to safer decisions (Department for Education, 2026b). Experience indicates that multi-agency responses can be enhanced by shared learning and coordination, while complex situations and competing pressures on organisations may hinder them (Driscoll et al., 2022).
[bookmark: _Toc236354670]3.2 Benefits and limitations
Successful collaboration relies upon access to appropriate and fair information sharing (Department for Education, 2024). The blurry responsibilities, inconsistent thresholds, lack of staffing, and disjointed referral paths can create delays in support in practice. Bad communication can also involve reciting upsetting information to the family and may also break a connection between professionals (Jahans-Baynton and Grealish, 2022). Council websites should therefore clarify 5 things: Who can ask for assistance, whether they can self-refer, what happens afterwards, who should have access to information, and when a safeguarding referral of concerns occurs.
[bookmark: _Toc236354671]4. Evaluation framework and method 
Each website was structurally reviewed against 10 service communication and digital accessibility criteria across the 3 websites. Clear pathways, timely access to support and multi-agency support that can be seen are highlighted as areas that Ofsted supports schools to focus on. WCAG 2.2 introduces new guidelines for content being perceivable, operable, understandable, and robust across various devices and assistive technologies (World Wide Web Consortium [W3C], 2024). Table 1 brings together these principles to determine findability, clarity, eligibility, referral, contact, safeguarding, partnership information, accessibility and navigation. The review was based on a family's probable path from going on to find the information, to asking for help. But it was a desk-based activity, not real testing with families or wrestling with disabled customers. The results are therefore indicative of accessibility, rather than experience. The content of the website may also be modified as a result of future updates.
	Criterion
	Main analytical question

	Findability
	Can a family locate Early Help information quickly?

	Clarity
	Is Early Help explained in understandable language?

	Service information
	Are available forms of support clearly described?

	Eligibility
	Can users understand who may receive help?

	Referral route
	Are self-referral and professional referral routes clear?

	Contact information
	Are telephone, email, forms and service hours visible?

	Safeguarding guidance
	Is urgent help separated from non-urgent support?

	Multi-agency information
	Are partner agencies and responsibilities explained?

	Accessibility
	Are language, disability and digital needs considered?

	Navigation
	Are links, headings and pages organised logically?


Table 1: Website evaluation framework
Source: Self-made
[bookmark: _Toc236354672]5. Leicestershire County Council website evaluation 
[bookmark: _Toc236354673]5.1 Information and service coverage
Leicestershire is introducing a new name for its Children and Family Wellbeing Service, “Family Help”. It details how targeted Early Help addresses issues that cannot be addressed by the school or GP. There are 7 support areas the page links to, such as domestic abuse, mental health, SEND, parenting, youth crime and Family Hubs (Leicestershire County Council, 2026). This is a broad spectrum that will facilitate whole family practice. However, changing the word 'Early Help' to 'Family Help' will create an issue searching for the national term.
[bookmark: _Toc236354674]5.2 Accessibility and navigation
Readable headings, short paragraphs, and direct connections make it easier to read. Also, a phone number visible to you gives you another way of navigating that is not digital. But information regarding translations and alternative formats is scarce. The self-referral form is to be completed within a 60-minute time limit. May be a disadvantage to users who have literacy and/or cognitive limitations.
[bookmark: _Toc236354675]5.3 Referral, safeguarding and multi-agency communication
Self-referrals are available online for use by families and a Multi-Agency Referral Form is used by professionals. When another person makes a request, it needs to be consented to. Clear lines of responsibility and support for partnership working are provided through these separate routes. Emergency safeguarding interest is not clearly distinguished from day-to-day Family Help requests, however. When the risk is immediate, families may need additional guidance when they are in need.
[bookmark: _Toc236354676]6. Norfolk County Council website evaluation 
[bookmark: _Toc236354677]6.1 Information and service coverage
Early Help at Norfolk is defined as information, advice and guidance that is provided at the start of difficulties. Support is for families of children up to 18, or for up to 25 where a young person has special educational needs or disabilities. The page also acknowledges concerns experienced by adults, such as finances and mental health, which impact children (Norfolk County Council, 2026). This conveys a sense of a whole family approach and an understanding of eligibility.
[bookmark: _Toc236354678]6.2 Accessibility and navigation
The page features three main headings for support and requests for support, pages that have been related, etc. Navigation is aided by a search function, accessibility statement and “skip to main content” link. Brief layout does not include any professional jargon. Behind Family Hub and referral links, however, lie detailed information. Families have to then turn a couple of pages to find out about certain services.
[bookmark: _Toc236354679]6.3 Referral, safeguarding and multi-agency communication
There is a clear call to action with the “Request early help” link that jumps out at you. Direct links for professionals and families to guidance and reporting of child safety. This separation decreases the chances of making an urgent problem appear as a follow-up to a trivial request. But consent, information exchanges, assessment phases and the responsibility of partners are not explained on the main page. There is only one easy way into Norfolk, but users need to explore what is next.
[bookmark: _Toc236354680]7. Staffordshire County Council website evaluation 
[bookmark: _Toc236354681]7.1 Information and service coverage
Staffordshire defines Early Help as any help given before problems get out of hand and relates it to Family Hubs. It breaks down the help and support by themes of parenting, behaviour, child development, health and wellbeing and practical pressures. It offers free courses, one-to-one advice and personalised support in the community to families (Staffordshire County Council, 2026). This is a needs-focused presentation that aids parents to see relevant support without having to learn the structure of the organisation. The eligibility criteria differ from page to page, however, and users may find they need to compare multiple services.
[bookmark: _Toc236354682]7.2 Accessibility and navigation
The website has a logical flow from the information on the Family Hub to where local centres, activities and referral forms are found. Navigation is supported with plain titles, short explanations and hub pages. Local pages give the address, opening hours, telephone and email contacts. Families and professionals can request some courses electronically. But information is disseminated within Family Hubs, Staffordshire Connects and safeguarding pages. This disintegration can cause extra work for people less confident online.
[bookmark: _Toc236354683]7.3 Referral, safeguarding and multi-agency communication
A self-referral system for parenting programmes is available, and professional referrals are welcome. Alternative access to the Hub is available, including contact information. However, there are inconsistencies in explaining stages of assessment, consent and how 'Early Help' is related to statutory social care on the website. Urgent safeguarding routes are available elsewhere but are not always prominent within family support content. Staffordshire allows some independent action while families with complex needs may need professional guidance.
[bookmark: _Toc236354684]8. Comparative analysis
The comparison demonstrates that there is no site that is consistently high throughout the family journey. The broadest description of support and distinguishing family and forum routes for referrals are found in Leicestershire. But the service rebrand from “Early Help” to “Family Help” could affect its findability, and urgent safeguarding information is not bylined. The visibility of an age limit and a request link with Norfolk's clear family-facing entry point is the best of the three options. It also has a different child-safety road indicating priority well. However, some forward links and a limited amount of content remain that do not clearly explain consent, assessment and partner responsibilities. Staffordshire ancillary data is linked with Family Hubs and offers local contact details but is spread across various pages and platforms.
A full Family Hub model should offer integrated access into the model, the inclusion of connected services and communication based on family needs and not institutional boundaries (Department for Education, 2026a). Thus, Norfolk shows overall strengths as a parent can interpret and identify eligibility, request help, and find safeguarding guidance with less interpretation needed. Leicestershire has a larger and more differentiated service offering, and shows strength on local, face-to-face access; Staffordshire shows strength on service complexity and breadth. Joined-up support from pregnancy through to later stages of families (Family Hubs and Start for Life programme, Care and Education policy, DoE, DoHSC, 2023). This is true for all 3 councils, but not one of them explains the whole journey from first contact to assessment, co-ordinated support to review or statutory escalation.
	Criterion
	Leicestershire
	Norfolk
	Staffordshire

	Early Help explanation
	Strong
	Strong
	Moderate

	Ease of navigation
	Moderate
	Strong
	Moderate

	Referral clarity
	Strong
	Strong
	Moderate

	Contact information
	Strong
	Moderate
	Strong

	Safeguarding signposting
	Limited
	Strong
	Moderate

	Family Hub integration
	Strong
	Moderate
	Strong

	Multi-agency information
	Moderate
	Limited
	Moderate

	Accessibility and inclusion
	Moderate
	Strong
	Moderate

	Overall effectiveness
	Moderate
	Strong
	Moderate


Table 2: Comparative assessment of Early Help website communication
Source: Self-made
[bookmark: _Toc236354685]9. Conclusion and recommendations 
This report describes the communication of Early Help on three county councils' websites. Norfolk is the strongest as it has a clear eligibility, a visible request route and separate guidance for safeguarding. Leicestershire also has wider provision for service information and better professional referral systems, although there is potential for some families to be lost due to specific terminology and urgent signposting. Medium access to local Family Hub in Staffordshire, with multiple pages. All Councils need to produce one family-friendly ‘landing page' that outlines support, eligibility and next steps. Referral pathways must differentiate between self-referral, Professional referral and emergencies. Councils should also improve translated content, accessible formats and non-digital contact opportunities.
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